Ipsative assessment within an integrated assessment structure – a case study in the Graduate Certificate in the Practice of Tertiary Teaching by Alderman, Lyn
This is the author’s version of a work that was submitted/accepted for pub-
lication in the following source:
Alderman, Lyn
(2005)
Ipsative assessment within an integrated assessment structure – a case
study in the Graduate Certificate in the Practice of Tertiary Teaching.
The University of Newcastle, Newcastle, New South Wales.
[Working Paper]
This file was downloaded from: http://eprints.qut.edu.au/96739/
c© Copyright 2005 [Please consult the author]
Notice: Changes introduced as a result of publishing processes such as
copy-editing and formatting may not be reflected in this document. For a
definitive version of this work, please refer to the published source:
Ipsative assessment within an integrated assessment 
structure – a case study in the Graduate Certificate in the 
Practice of Tertiary Teaching 
 
Lyn Aldermana and Anthony Williamsb 
aUniversity of Newcastle, Newcastle, Australia  bUniversity of Newcastle, Newcastle, Australia 
 
 
 
Abstract 
 
The University of Newcastle is the largest regional University in Australia with a student population 
of 25,000 and academic staff of 650. In 2004 the University responded to the lack of response to an 
existing Graduate Certificate in Tertiary Teaching by introducing a new Program, the Graduate 
Certificate in the Practice of Tertiary Teaching.  The change in program name to include “Practice of” 
is descriptive of a new approach and this is reflected in the curriculum design of the program, courses 
and integrated assessment structure. 
 
The Graduate Certificate in the Practice of Tertiary Teaching offered by the University of Newcastle, 
Australia is an example of a professional education program using a ‘practitioner-centred’ model with 
ipsative assessment within an integrated assessment structure.  
 
By means of a case study methodology, the authors will document the program and describe the 
assessment protocol through documenting practice, mapping assessment to educational principles. 
Furthermore, the authors will demonstrate the role of this paper within the context of modelling 
educational practice and discuss the broader advantages of assessment protocol to the higher education 
community. 
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Introduction to the Graduate Certificate in the Practice of Tertiary Teaching 
 
The University of Newcastle is the largest regional University in Australia with a student population 
of 25,000 and academic staff 650.  In 2004 the University responded to the lack of response to an 
existing Graduate Certificate in Tertiary Teaching by introducing a new Program, the 
Graduate Certificate in the Practice of Tertiary Teaching.  The program has been developed 
by a steering committee drawn from university wide representation to ensure the program 
meets the needs of the diversity of practices represented across the University and within the 
Faculties.  The program development was also closely aligned and influenced by the 
University’s “Equity and Diversity Project” to ensure inclusiveness. 
 
The University of Newcastle identified that within its staff there was a large number of 
excellent teachers and wishing to draw on their expertise has developed a program which will 
utilise the skills and capacities of these teachers in the enhancement of practice across the 
University.  The University in the development of this program also wanted the focus of the 
courses to be on the practice of teaching; this is not at the expense of sound educational 
theory but rather the focus on its application.  This will be achieved through: 
• Courses being contextualised in the practices of the University. 
• Participants will use their teaching and curriculum development as their study context. 
• Reflective practice through journaling their initiatives and experiences. 
• Mentoring support 
• Courses being interactive workshop based 
 
After the initial success of the program through the positive response of staff the University 
initiated that the program become a required component of the University’s tenure 
requirements.  New Academics, at level A-C with no teaching qualification, are required to 
complete the program as a tenure requirement.  Though at present 40% of participants are 
doing the program through self initiated staff development. 
 
Program Structure As has been indicated the Graduate Certificate was to provide 
participants with the opportunity to become aware of the strengths of the University’s 
teaching practice as well as being introduced to the practices of effective teaching.  As with 
other Graduate Certificates at the University the program requires successful completion of 
forty units, consisting 4 x 10 credit unit courses.  The structure developed involves three 
prescribed courses, all participants are required to do these, and then participants select one of 
three directed courses.  The three directed courses were designed to align with the strategic 
directions of the institution.  The structure of the program is shown below: 
 
Prescribed Courses 
(Participants do all courses in this group) 
Directed Courses 
(Participants choose one of the following) 
Teaching in the Higher Education 
Environment (this course must be done first) 
Research Supervision and Mentoring 
Developing and Delivering Effective Courses Delivery of Online Learning Experiences 
Assessing Student Learning Innovative and Student Centred Teaching 
Table 1: Program Structure 
 
The content of the courses are evident in their name.  The first course sets the context of the 
Program and develops the framework for the subsequent courses.  Although not mandatory 
after the initial course the participants could chose any sequence.  The significant majority of 
participants complete the Prescribed Courses before doing their chosen course. 
 
An integrated assessment structure One of the underpinning principles used in the design 
of the Program’s curriculum was the need to integrate the Program’s courses.  The means 
chosen for doing this was to develop an assessment model that would provide links between 
each of the courses and their content.  The assessment process was chosen as the means 
through which the integration is achieved.  The inclusion of a Teaching Portfolio as a 
common assessment theme through all the courses is used to achieve the integration. 
 
The University of Newcastle uses a Teaching Portfolio for a number of activities, including: 
• Probation 
• Promotion 
• Teaching Grants 
 
The use of the University Teaching Portfolio model provided participants with the added 
incentive of preparing the document.  The Teaching Portfolio has eight approved fields: 
• Teaching philosophy 
• Teaching approaches 
• Curriculum development 
• Undergraduate teaching  
• Honours and post graduate supervision 
• Assessment of student performance 
• Student evaluation of teaching 
• Peer and other evaluation of teaching 
• Scholarship in teaching and learning 
 
Each of the components of the Teaching Portfolio aligns with courses of the Program.  The 
course which must be undertaken first, “Teaching in the Higher Education Environment”, 
introduces the Portfolio structure and role at the University and has as one of the assessment 
components the development of the students teaching philosophy.  The philosophy must be 
imbedded in the literature of both Higher Education and the participants’ specific discipline.  
This statement then underpins the remainder of the document. 
 
As participants progress through the program they complete the portfolio components aligned 
with their current course.  The portfolio sections remain a ‘work in progress’ as the 
participants progress through the courses and they revisit the sections of their portfolio and 
redevelop and realign them to their development as teachers and their changing practices. 
 
At the completion of the program participants have a comprehensive Teaching Portfolio 
imbedded in the literature of Higher Education practice as well as the participants’ specific 
disciplinary education literature.  The portfolio is able to be used by the participant for their 
probation board or promotion. 
 
Alignment of the Practice with Assessment Theory 
 
Assessment is not a one dimensional entity. An assessment structure in a program or course 
serves many roles above and beyond providing participants with an opportunity to 
demonstrate knowledge, skills and values or attitudes in a discipline area. An assessment 
structure informs accreditation, quality assurance and professional registration and with 
certain curriculum models honours and scholarships. For that reason the assessment protocol 
for any program will require a multi-dimensional approach to ensure the synergy of the 
educational and administrative outcomes. 
 
The introduction of the Graduate Certificate in the Practice of Tertiary Teaching is evidence 
of the importance that the University of Newcastle places on the teaching practice of their 
academic staff and learning experience of their students. As a program offered to academic 
staff within the University, the design of the program is expected to meet the needs of the 
University, the participants and accreditation standards. These collective expectations 
influenced the developed curriculum principles of: 
 
• Selection of ‘practitioner-centred’ model for a professional education program 
• Ipsative assessment within an integrated assessment structure and 
• Reflective active learning 
 
These are discussed below. 
 
Adult education framework - a practitioner-centred model There are two models for 
professional education, one is the ‘front-end loading’ model and the second is the 
‘practitioner-centred’ model (Foley, 1995). The ‘front-end loading’ model approach teaches 
professionals the knowledge, skills and attitudes that are needed before their practising in the 
field. The ‘practitioner-centred’ model assumes the professionals are active thinkers who are 
continuously trying to make sense of their world. 
 
The principles of the ‘front-end loading’ model would require the participants to complete the 
entire programme and then put the newly acquired knowledge, skills and attitudes into 
practice (Foley, 1995). The participants in the program are preparing to teach or, as is 
predominantly the case, are currently teaching courses in the University. Given the active 
practice and experience of the participants this model did not suit the identified needs of the 
University. 
 
The principles of the ‘practitioner-centred’ model assume that adult educators are interested in 
adult education, are active readers who read critically and underpinned this is the relationship 
to practice and theory As described by Schon it is important to offer a model that focuses on 
the way adult educators, think and act in actual work situations (Schon in Foley, 1995). 
 
Therefore the curriculum design of the Graduate Certificate in the Practice of Tertiary 
Teaching places it firmly in the ‘practitioner-centred’ model of professional education. 
 
Ipsative assessment Ipsative assessment is well known throughout the sporting domain in the 
form of assessment of personal effort, known also as ‘PB’ or ‘Personal Best’. It is defined as 
(The Higher Education Academy Social Policy and Social Work (SWAP), 2005): 
 
“Ipsative Assessment - Type of assessment whereby the norm against 
which assessment is measured in on prior performance of the person 
being assessed – the present performance is assessed against 
performance in the past. 
 
In the context of adult educational framework and the ‘practitioner-centred’ model, ipsative 
assessment supports the University focus on the practice of teaching and fully recognises the 
participants as practitioners. This is achieved by encouraging participants to assess their own 
practice through the teaching portfolio and the integrated assessment structure of the program 
and the ‘Assessing Student Learning’ course. As a result participants and facilitators use 
ipsative assessment to continuously improve on their own practice. 
 
Reflective active learning As an adult education principle, ipsative assessment encourages 
personal reflection and improvement and fits equally well within Kolb’s learning cycle and 
Schon’s concept of ‘reflection-in-action’s (Kolb and Schon in Foley, 1995). Kolb’s learning 
cycle and learning styles continue to currency within adult education and continue to generate 
commentary from the higher education community (Duff, 1998, 2004; Hermanussen, 2000; 
Marriott, 2002) in a wide range of discipline areas and programs. 
 
In stating “Learning is considered to be a continuous, iterative process.” Duff (2004), 
drawing on Kolb’s learning cycle, encapsulates the underling principle in the curriculum 
design of the Graduate Certificate in the Practice of Tertiary Teaching where the participants 
repeatedly reflect on practice through the program structure and integrated assessment.  
 
At a program level the integrated assessment structure links the participant learning and 
assessment in an integrated manner. Each course within the program is delivered by current 
practitioners who are recognised by the University as holding expertise in the relevant 
discipline area. The authors in delivering a course on ‘Assessment Student Learning’ were 
mindful of how beneficial modelling can be in the educational domain and have engaged in 
the reflection on practice at the course and program delivery level to mirror that at the 
participant level. 
 
The idea of  ‘reflective active learning’ in a Graduate Course is documented by Birenbaum 
and Amdur (1999) and in part informed the use of Reflective Learning Journals in the 
integrated assessment structure with the positive research findings to supporting the validity 
of the Journals as an assessment task. Further, the reference to earlier work (Duff, 2004)  
 
“Reflection is considered by many to be a natural disposition which 
some have and some do not, but which can be developed through 
appropriate training.” 
 
Therefore the inclusion of the Reflective Learning Journal, as documented in the Teaching 
Portfolio, as an assessment task integrated into each and every course of the program will 
provide participants with repeated opportunities to practice and develop strategies to reflect 
on practice.  
 
Through discussion and sharing of practice and experience the authors identified a shared 
teaching philosophy of facilitation, modelling and active student participation in learning. As 
the University considers the authors as being expert in the discipline of assessment, they 
believe it is their responsibility to demonstrate best practice in assessment and to model this 
practice.  
 
Documenting and describing the program through a case study is an opportunity for the 
authors, who facilitate the ‘Assessing Student Learning’ course within the Graduate 
Certificate to reflect on their own practice. 
 
Broader Advantages to the Higher Education Community 
 
Participants in the ‘Assessment Student Learning’ are asked to benchmark their assessment 
practice nationally and internationally and in keeping with principle of ipsative assessment, 
the authors elected to publish a case study to document their practice, reflect on their personal 
delivery of the course.  
 
The 2005 Evaluations and Assessment Conference offers the education community an 
excellent opportunity to present, attend and share experiences with practitioners from a wide 
range of institutions and countries. As the authors are facilitating a course within the Graduate 
Certificate in the Practice of Tertiary Teaching called ‘Assessing Student Learning’, this 
conference was identified as an excellent opportunity to document the ipsative assessment 
within an integrated assessment structure.  
 
Additionally, this conference allows the authors to engage with conference delegates in an 
interactive manner through presentation and question time in presentations, attendance at 
other presentations and lively discourse during networking sessions and social activities. The 
authors intend to use the feedback and information gathered to reflect and inform the ongoing 
development of the program and Assessing Student Learning course. 
 
Conclusion 
The program structure has proved to be successful at engaging participants in both the content 
and the assessment.  The participant numbers are increasing each semester and the evaluations 
continue to be positive.  As the first group complete the program it is a good time to reflect of 
the curriculum components and their successful contribution to the Program.  The focus of 
this paper is the assessment strategy implemented as a means of integration of the separate 
courses but also to engage the participant in the context analysis of their teaching. 
 
Outcomes of the Assessment Approach The first cohort of participants has completed the 
program and this group provided extensive feedback on both the course and the assessment 
strategy of the Teaching Portfolio.  The program itself received very positive feedback, 
primarily for the practical focus of the program and its courses.  Most praise was directed at 
the Teaching Portfolios ability to integrate the courses, even though the courses could 
primarily be taken in any sequence after the defined first course.  Other positive comments 
included: 
• A truly valuable and useful document  
• Provided an effective stimulus for reflection against their philosophy statement 
• Encouraged consideration of the Professional literature 
• Assisted in the appreciation of the inter-relationship of curriculum components 
• Provided a means for effective and ongoing feedback from the teachers in the courses. 
 
Ongoing evaluation will occur and modification of courses will continue both in response to 
changes on the domain as well as the changes which are occurring at the University.  What is 
apparent is the success of the assessment structure and the need to consider a closer alignment 
of the other assessment items in the program to this assessment approach. 
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